4                           MADAME CURIE
"Manya, get out of the way!"
"Why? I'm bringing you some cubes I"
"O-oh-oh!"
A crash, the thunder of wooden blocks across the polished
floor, and the tower was gone. The noise was doubled; pro-
jectiles flew, alighted.
The battlefield was a huge square room with windows giving
on an inside court-yard of the Gymnasium. Four children's beds
occupied its corners, and, between them, four children from
five to nine years of age played their game of war with shrieks
and yells. The peaceful uncle, a lover of whist and patience,
who had given the small Sklodovskis a building game for
Christmas, had certainly not foreseen the use to which his
present would be put. For some days Joseph} fironya, Hela
and Manya had obediently built castles, bridges and churches
according to the models they found in the big wooden box;
but the blocks and beams soon found their true destiny;
short columns of oak formed an artillery^ the small squares
were bullets, and the young architects had become field-
marshals*
Crawling on his belly acmss the floor,, Joseph was gaining
ground, and moved bis cannon methodically forward toward
the adversary. Even at the height of the battle Ms healthy
child's face, with its firm features underneath fair hair, kept the
seriousness proper to an army commander. He was the eldest
and the most learned of the four; he was also the only man*
Around him were girls, nothing but g*ri% all dressed alike and
all wearing, over their Sunday clothes, little frilled collars and
dark beribboned aprons*
But, to be just, the girls fought well* The eyes of Hela,
Joseph's ally, blazed with savage ardour. Htla was mad with
rage at her six and a half years; she wanted to fling her blocks
farther and harder; she envied Bronya her eight years~Bronya
the dimpled and dazzling creature whose blonde hair whipped
the air as she pranced about defending her troops, drawn up
between the two windows.
At Bronya's side a tiny aide-decamp in a fancy apron